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I N  1 9 4 2  T H E  D I R E C T O R S  o f  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  S t o c k  E x c h a n g e  ( N Y S E )  m e t  
t o  d i s c u s s  w h o  s h o u l d  b e  a l l o w e d  o n  t h e  f l o o r  o f  t h e  e x c h a n g e .  T h e  
e x c h a n g e  f l o o r  w a s  d i r t y ,  s c u f f e d  b y  t h e  s h o e s  o f  m e n  r a c i n g  o n e  a n o t h e r  
f o r  s h a r e s  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  d r e a m .  T h e  f u r i o u s  t r a d i n g  t h a t  t o o k  p l a c e  
t h e r e  r e s e m b l e d  a  t e s t o s t e r o n e - f u e l e d  s e r u m .  T h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  w a s  
u n r u l y ,  l o u d ,  a n d  a g g r e s s i v e .  A n d  i t  w a s  s t r i c t l y  o f f - l i m i t s  t o  w o m e n .  T h e  
m e n  a l l  a g r e e d  t h i s  w a s  h o w  i t  s h o u l d  b e .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e y  f a c e d  a  p r o b l e m .  
I t  h a d  r e c e n t l y  b e c o m e  p u b l i c  k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  o n e  o f  N e w  Y o r k ' s  m o s t  
p r o l i f i c  a n d  r e s p e c t e d  f i n a n c i a l  w r i t e r s ,  S .  F .  P o r t e r ,  w a s  a  w o m a n .  I f  P o r -
t e r  t r a i n e d  h e r  e y e  o n  t h e  a l l - m a l e  e x c h a n g e ,  t h e  N Y S E  m i g h t  f i n d  i t s e l f  
t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  u n w a n t e d  c o n t r o v e r s y  d u r i n g  t h e  e l e c t r i f i e d  " R o s i e  t h e  R i v -
e t e r "  d a y s  o f  W o r l d  W a r  I I .  B u t  s h o u l d  w o m e n  r e a l l y  b e  a l l o w e d  i n t o  t h e  
s t o c k  e x c h a n g e ?  T h e  b o a r d  f i n a l l y  s a w  i t s  w a y  a r o u n d  t h e  d i l e m m a  a n d  
v o t e d  o n  a  r e s o l u t i o n :  " S y l v i a  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  b o y s .  W e  h e r e b y  a w a r d  h e r  
h o n o r a r y  p a n t s . "
1  
S y l v i a  P o r t e r  ( 1 9 1 3 - 1 9 9 1 )  o r i g i n a t e d  t h e  p e r s o n a l  f i n a n c e  c o l u m n ,  a  
s p e c i a l i z e d  f o r m  o f  j o u r n a l i s m - n o w  a  s t a p l e  o f  m a j o r  n e w s p a p e r s  a n d  
w e b s i t e s - t h a t  h a s  b e e n  o v e r l o o k e d  i n  m e d i a  h i s t o r y .  A t  t h e  h e i g h t  o f  
P o r t e r ' s  s u c c e s s ,  s h e  r e a c h e d  f o r t y  m i l l i o n  r e a d e r s  i n  m o r e  t h a n  3 5 0  n e w s -
p a p e r s  a s  a  s y n d i c a t e d  c o l u m n i s t ;  p u b l i s h e d  a  m o n t h l y  f i n a n c i a l  a d v i c e  
c o l u m n  i n  L a d i e s '  H o m e  J o u r n a l ;  a n d  p r o d u c e d  a  s h e l f  f u l l  o f  b o o k s ,  i n c l u d -
i n g  t h e  b e s t s e l l i n g  S y l v i a  P o r t e r ' s  M o n e y  B o o k .  D u r i n g  h e r  s i x t y - y e a r  c a r e e r ,  
s h e  a d v i s e d  b a n k e r s  o n  t h e  b o n d  m a r k e t  a n d  a l s o  c o u n s e l e d  h a l f - a - d o z e n  
T r e a s u r y  s e c r e t a r i e s  a n d  t h r e e  U . S .  p r e s i d e n t s .  " F e w  j o u r n a l i s t s  h a v e  d o n e  
m o r e  t o  p u t  f i n a n c i a l  n e w s  o n  t h e  m a p  t h a n  S y l v i a  P o r t e r ,  a n d  n o n e  h a s  
d o n e  m o r e  t o  a d v a n c e  t h e  c a u s e  o f  w o m e n  i n  t h i s  a r e a  o f  j o u r n a l i s m , "  
2 SYLVIA PORTER 
journalist John Quirt wrote in his history of the field.2 Yet her story has 
never been told, nor have historians examined the development of per-
sonal finance journalism. There is no biography of Sylvia Porter to date. 
And despite writing many other books, including an unpublished novel, 
she did not write her autobiography. 
In 1958 Time magazine published an article about Porter, who was 
by then a well-known newspaper columnist and frequent guest on radio 
and television programs such as Meet the Press. The editors claimed that 
Porter "bustles through the messy, male-contrived world of finance like 
a housewife cleaning her husband's den-tidying trends, sorting statis-
tics, and issuing no-nonsense judgments as wholesome and tart as mince 
pie."3 I discovered the article while I was in graduate school, studying 
postwar representations of American women in news magazines. I was 
immediately fascinated. Here was a woman who did not fit our cultural 
memory of the fifties. She was outspoken, she was respected, and she was 
not a housewife. Defying the decade's historical reputation for conserva-
tive gender norms, the article praised Porter's audacity and success. The 
editors did not hold her up as an example of a psychologically damaged 
career woman, they did not inquire about the well-being of her child, and 
they did not ignore her. They had, however, chosen metaphors that stuffed 
Porter into the mold of wife and helpmate. They had even titled the article 
"Housewife's View." In a type of rhetorical sleight-of-hand that would 
eventually be exposed for its sexism, the editors had made a woman with 
a reputation for heavy drinking seem as innocent as a new pair of white 
ankle socks. I began to wonder about the story behind Sylvia Porter. I 
wanted to understand how she had built a career in a field dominated by 
men and cultivated an overwhelmingly positive public image over the 
course of several decades, maneuvering her way around discriminatory 
gender norms and waves of ideological change. 
When Porter began her career as a financial journalist in the 1930S, 
she hid her gender behind the byline "S. F. Porter" because the field was 
so inhospitable to women. Not only was it difficult for a woman to get 
hired-the Associated Press and New York Sun both told Porter they 
would never hire a woman to cover finance-but even if a woman could 
land a job, editors worried that readers would not trust the information 
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p u b l i s h e d  u n d e r  h e r  n a m e .
4  
T h a t  a t t i t u d e  w o u l d  c h a n g e  o v e r  t h e  n e x t  s i x  
d e c a d e s ,  a s  m o r e  w o m e n  e n t e r e d  t h e  w o r k f o r c e  a n d  g e n d e r  n o r m s  s h i f t e d  
t o  a c c o m m o d a t e  w o m e n ' s  g r e a t e r  r o l e s  i n  t h e  e c o n o m y .  P o r t e r  c h a l l e n g e d  
t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  t h a t  w o m e n  c o u l d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  f i n a n c e .  B y  t h e  e n d  o f  
h e r  c a r e e r ,  S y l v i a  P o r t e r ' s  n a m e  w a s  s o  t r u s t e d  i n  f i n a n c i a l  m a t t e r s  t h a t  
e s t e e m e d  i n v e s t m e n t  a u t h o r i t i e s  w o u l d  p l e a d  f o r  h e r  e n d o r s e m e n t  o f  
t h e i r  b o o k s  a n d  p r o d u c t s ,  k n o w i n g  h e r  s t a m p  o f  a p p r o v a l  w o u l d  i n c r e a s e  
s a l e s .
5  
P o r t e r  h a d  c o m e  a  l o n g  w a y ,  i n d e e d ,  b u t  h o w  h a d  s h e  g o t t e n  t h e r e ?  
T h i s  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  o n  w o m e n  i n  j o u r n a l -
i s m  b y  u s i n g  p r i m a r y  s o u r c e s  t o  e x a m i n e  P o r t e r ' s  c a r e e r  w i t h i n  t h e  l a r g e r  
c o n t e x t  o f  e c o n o m i c  a n d  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  T h e  a n a l y s i s  i s  c o n f i n e d  t o  h e r  
w o r k ;  t h e r e  i s  v e r y  l i t t l e  i n  t h e s e  p a g e s  a b o u t  P o r t e r ' s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e .  R a t h e r ,  
t h i s  i s  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  b i o g r a p h y  o f  a  w o m a n  w h o  b u i l t  a  v e r i t a b l e  e m p i r e  i n  
t h e  m a l e - d o m i n a t e d  f i e l d  o f  f i n a n c i a l  j o u r n a l i s m .  T h e  l o n g e v i t y  o f  P o r t e r ' s  
c a r e e r  a f f o r d s  a n  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  h e r  w o r k  a n d  
w o m e n ' s  s o c i a l  s t a t u s  d u r i n g  a  s p a n  o f  t i m e  t h a t  i n c l u d e d  t h e  e c o n o m i c  
u n c e r t a i n t y  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  r a d i c a l i s m  o f  t h e  t h i r t i e s ;  t h e  a d v a n c e s  a n d  
e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  w o r k i n g  w o m e n  d u r i n g  W o r l d  W a r  I I ;  t h e  c l a s h  b e t w e e n  
c o n s e r v a t i v e  g e n d e r  n o r m s  a n d  w o m e n ' s  i n c r e a s i n g  r o l e s  o u t s i d e  t h e  h o m e  
a f t e r  t h e  w a r ;  a n d  t h e  f e m i n i s t  a c t i v i s m  o f  t h e  s i x t i e s  a n d  s e v e n t i e s .  I  t r a c e  
P o r t e r ' s  e v o l u t i o n  f r o m  a  c u r i o s i t y - " t h e  g l a m o u r  g i r l  o f  f i n a n c e "
6
- t o  a  
n a t i o n a l l y  r e c o g n i z e d  e x p e r t ,  p a y i n g  p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  r o l e  o f  g e n -
d e r  i n  h e r  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  p o p u l i s t  f o r m  o f  f i n a n c i a l  n e w s .  
P e r s o n a l  f i n a n c e  j o u r n a l i s m  i s  a  f o r m  o f  s e r v i c e  j o u r n a l i s m ,  o f t e n  
w r i t t e n  a s  a  c o l u m n ,  t h a t  a d v i s e s  r e a d e r s  o n  f i n a n c i a l  m a t t e r s  d i r e c t l y  
a f f e c t i n g  t h e i r  l i v e s .  C o m m o n  t o p i c s  i n c l u d e  s a v i n g ,  m a n a g i n g  d e b t ,  
s h o p p i n g  f o r  l i f e  i n s u r a n c e ,  p a y i n g  t a x e s ,  b u y i n g  h o u s e s  a n d  c a r s ,  i n v e s t -
i n g ,  a n d  p a y i n g  f o r  c o l l e g e .  T h i s  t y p e  o f  j o u r n a l i s m  h e l p s  r e a d e r s  d e c i d e  
w h a t  t o  d o  w i t h  t h e i r  m o n e y  a n d  w a r n s  t h e m  w h a t  n o t  t o  d o .  I t  e x p o s e s  
f i n a n c i a l  s c a m s ,  b l o w s  t h e  w h i s t l e  o n  p r e d a t o r y  i n d u s t r i e s ,  a n d  r e p o r t s  
o n  p u b l i c  p o l i c y  i s s u e s - s u c h  a s  t a x e s ,  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y ,  a n d  h e a l t h  c a r e -
t h a t  d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t  r e a d e r s '  b a n k  a c c o u n t s .  I t s  t a r g e t  a u d i e n c e  i s  t h e  l a r g e  
s w a t h  o f  A m e r i c a n s  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s :  p e o p l e  w h o  a r e  n o t  w e a l t h y ,  
b u t  w h o  h a v e  a t  l e a s t  e n o u g h  m o n e y  t o  w o n d e r  w h a t  t o  d o  w i t h  i t .  P e r -
s o n a l  f i n a n c e  h a s  b e e n  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a  b r a n c h  o f  c o n s u m e r i s m  t h a t  s e r v e s  
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readers while remaining palatable to advertisers, who are the main source 
of revenue for traditional news outlets. "It appears to satisfy both the need 
of consumers to sort out the array of financial choices the deregulated 
marketplace has thrust upon them as well as newspapers' bottom lines," 
journalist Trudy Lieberman wrote.7 
Personal finance journalism is both popular and profitable, but it also 
has a rich history that includes the enlistment of American consumers 
during World War II and the economic boom that followed. For decades, 
Porter's only direct competition was the Kiplinger family in Washing-
ton, DC. In 1947 Willard (W. M.) Kiplinger started the magazine Changing 
Times with his son, Austin, to help people make financial decisions newly 
available to them after the war. The magazine was a departure from 
Forbes, Business Week, and Fortune, whose outlook was business-oriented. 
Changing Times was written for individuals and used a personable style 
of writing. A staff memo told writers to "look an imaginary reader in the 
eye and write to him."8 The Kiplingers, who published the only personal 
finance magazine in existence for almost three decades, kept a low profile 
relative to Porter and did not consider her a threat.9 The Kiplingers were 
based firmly in Washington; Porter, in New York. Despite their similar 
approaches, they stayed out of each other's orbit. Porter's circle included 
bankers, public relations executives, Treasury officials, and tax special-
ists. Her influence did not come from her colleagues, who were reluctant 
to grant her that kind of authority. Ultimately, her power came from her 
readers, as she attracted a vast audience with her nationally syndicated 
newspaper column and multimedia presence. Her peers eventually took 
notice because the public took notice. Simply put, Porter built a circulation 
so large she could not be ignored. 
Despite Porter's prominence in twentieth-century culture, her career 
must be properly situated within women's history. Any biographical 
study must address the question of why one person's life is worth such 
extensive research. Especially in women's history, which is often a story 
of subjugation, scholars must be careful not to extrapolate too much from 
one exceptional woman's success. The late Gerda Lerner articulated this 
concern when she described some of the earliest work in women's history: 
"The history of notable women is the history of exceptional, even deviant, 
women and do 
women."10 
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w o m e n  a n d  d o e s  n o t  d e s c r i b e  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  m a s s  o f  
w o m e n . "
1 0  
P o r t e r  w a s ,  i n d e e d ,  a n  e x c e p t i o n .  O n l y  a b o u t  o n e - f o u r t h  o f  a l l  n e w s -
p a p e r  j o u r n a l i s t s  w e r e  w o m e n  w h e n  s h e  e n t e r e d  t h e  f i e l d ,  a n d  v e r y  f e w  o f  
t h o s e  w o m e n  w o r k e d  i n  f i n a n c i a l  n e w s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  b a n k e r s  a n d  e c o -
n o m i c  a n a l y s t s  w h o  s e r v e d  a s  t h e  s o u r c e s  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  f o r  h e r  r e p o r t i n g  
w e r e  a l m o s t  a l l  m e n .  P o r t e r  b a t t l e d  d e e p - s e a t e d  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i n s i d e  a n d  
o u t s i d e  t h e  n e w s r o o m  t o  p o s i t i o n  h e r s e l f  a s  a  p u b l i c  a u t h o r i t y  o n  f i n a n -
c i a l  i~sues. T h a t  s h e  w a s  s u c c e s s f u l  m u s t  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  a  m a j o r  a c h i e v e -
m e n t .  H o w e v e r ,  s h e  a l s o  e x p l o i t e d  t h e  l a b o r  o f  o t h e r  w r i t e r s  a n d  w a s  n o t  
a s  a t t u n e d  t o  t h e  a v e r a g e  A m e r i c a n  a s  s h e  w a n t e d  t h e  p u b l i c  t o  b e l i e v e .  
S h e  o f f e r e d  a  s t r o n g  v o i c e  f o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  w o m e n ' s  r i g h t s  t h r o u g h o u t  h e r  
c a r e e r  b u t  w a s  l o a t h  t o  r e c o g n i z e  c o m p e t i t i o n  f r o m  o t h e r  w o m e n  i n  h e r  
f i e l d .  B y  p r o v i d i n g  a  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  a n a l y s i s  o f  P o r t e r ' s  c a r e e r ,  i n c l u d i n g  
h e r  t r e a t m e n t  o f  o t h e r  w o m e n ,  I  h a v e  t r i e d  t o  r e s p e c t  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  o n e  
w o m a n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  o f f e r  a  m o r e  i n c l u s i v e  h i s t o r y .  I  h a v e  c o n c l u d e d  
t h a t  P o r t e r ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  m a y  n o t  b e  g e n e r a l i z a b l e ,  b u t  i t  i s  t r a n s f e r a b l e .  I t  
f o r e g r o u n d s  i s s u e s  d e e p l y  e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  w o m e n  w h o  s u c -
c e e d e d  a s  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  w r i t e r s  a n d  j o u r n a l i s t s ,  e v e n  t h o s e  w h o s e  
w o r k  d i d  n o t  r e a c h  n e a r l y  2 0  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n . U  
P o r t e r ' s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t r a t e g i e s - w h i c h  I  u n c o v e r  i n  h e r  c o r r e s p o n -
d e n c e ,  w r i t i n g ,  m e d i a  c o v e r a g e ,  a n d  m a r k e t i n g  m a t e r i a l s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  
t h r o u g h  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  p e o p l e  w h o  w o r k e d  f o r  h e r - a r e  s u r p r i s i n g l y  
f r e s h .  T h e y  c o u l d  p r o v e  i l l u m i n a t i n g  t o  a  n e w  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  w o m e n  j o u r -
n a l i s t s ,  w h o  m i g h t  n o t  f a c e  t h e  o v e r t  s e x i s m  P o r t e r  e n c o u n t e r e d  b u t  m i g h t  
b e  s u r p r i s e d  b y  t h e  l i n g e r i n g  g e n d e r  d y n a m i c s  o f  t h e  i n d u s t r y .  E v e n  t o d a y ,  
t h e  c o u n t r y ' s  n e w s r o o m s  d o  n o t  l o o k  l i k e  i t s  c o l l e g e  c l a s s r o o m s .  W o m e n  
m a k e  u p  a n  o v e r w h e l m i n g  6 5  p e r c e n t  o f  j o u r n a l i s m  u n d e r g r a d u a t e s ,  b u t  
t h e y  c o m p r i s e  o n l y  a b o u t  3 6  p e r c e n t  o f  f u l l - t i m e  j o u r n a l i s t s P  A t  n e w s p a -
p e r s ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w o m e n  r e c e i v e  f a r  f e w e r  j o b  o f f e r s  t h a n  m e n ;  a n d ,  i f  
h i r e d ,  t h e y  r e p o r t  l o w e r  j o b  s a t i s f a c t i o n  a n d  l e s s  s u p p o r t  f r o m  t h e i r  o r g a -
n i z a t i o n s . B  F o u r  t i m e s  a s  m a n y  w o m e n  a s  m e n  s a y  t h e y  i n t e n d  t o  l e a v e  t h e  
n e w s p a p e r  i n d u s t r y  e n t i r e l y .
1 4  
I f  w o m e n  a s  a  g r o u p  a r e  t o  s u c c e e d  i n  t r a d i -
t i o n a l  n e w s  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  t h e y  m u s t  e i t h e r  c h a n g e  t h e  c u l t u r e  o r  f i n d  w a y s  
o f  c o p i n g  w i t h i n  a  h i s t o r i c a l l y  m a s c u l i n e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  B y  d e m o n s t r a t i n g  
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how gender ideology functioned within one woman's exemplary career 
and within the field of journalism more generally, Porter's narrative histo-
ricizes the gender-charged workplace younger women face today. 
Discrimination has led to innovation when determined profession-
als with demographic handicaps look for ways to circumvent traditional 
power structures. Many women journalists embraced the Internet at the 
turn of the millennium, sensing an opportunity to broaden their qualifica-
tions and restart their careers. Likewise, Porter also embraced new media 
throughout her career, cross-promoting herself on radio and television as 
well as in books, magazines, and newsletters.15 She saw the importance of 
a multimedia presence before others did and could be considered a prede-
cessor of powerful public figures like Martha Stewart and Oprah Winfrey. 
Reaching for stardom, Porter used an army of ghostwriters and assistants 
to construct her brand, which she crafted with the help of promotions 
experts and her friends in public relations. Just as a life-sized portrait of 
Porter presided over her Fifth Avenue apartment, her public persona was 
a towering presence in U.S. media culture, each brushstroke meticulously 
chosen to serve the cohesive whole. She wrote candidly but spoke care-
fully, attenuating her message while remaining true to the image she had 
cultivated as an enduring friend to the middle class. 
My narrative of Porter's career emphasizes seven professional strate-
gies she used to achieve unprecedented success as a woman in financial 
journalism. I have interwoven the strategies throughout the chapters-
showing, if not always stating, how they functioned-and the reader is 
invited to consider these strategies as a framework for understanding Por-
ter's work. Because I believe my analysis to be transferable to the experi-
ences of other professional women, historical and contemporary, I hope 
these themes will resonate with scholars and journalists alike and per-
haps revitalize a conversation about women and journalism that began 
decades ago. These seven professional strategies are as follows: 
1. Porter entered a nonprestigious field in journalism. 
Porter was hired at the New York Post in 1935 to cover the bond market, 
a low-status beat in a low-status section of the newspaper. Because she 
was willing to write about bonds, an unappealing subject, she avoided 
competition fro 
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' j e c t ,  s h e  a v o i d e d  
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c o m p e t i t i o n  f r o m  m a l e  r e p o r t e r s  a n d  m a d e  h e r s e l f  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  t o  t h e  
o r g a n i z a t i o n .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  b o n d s  g a v e  P o r t e r  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
e d g e  b y  c o n d i t i o n i n g  h e r  t o  t h i n k  l i k e  a n  e x p e r t  a n d  w r i t e  l i k e  a  j o u r n a l -
i s t .  B o n d s  w e r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  e x p l a i n  t o  t h e  a v e r a g e  r e a d e r ,  a n d  t a k i n g  o n  
t h i s  c h a l l e n g e  t r a i n e d  P o r t e r  t o  b r e a k  d o w n  c o m p l e x  s u b j e c t s  i n t o  t h e i r  
s i m p l e s t ,  m o s t  p r e c i s e  t e r m s .  P o r t e r ' s  s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  i n  b o n d s  a l s o  g a v e  
h e r  a  b r o a d ,  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  t h e  e c o n o m y .  B y  l e a r n i n g  w h y  
g o v e r n m e n t s  a n d  c o r p o r a t i o n s  i n d e b t e d  t h e m s e l v e s ,  a n d  t o  w h o m ,  P o r t e r  
l e a r n e d  h o w  t h e  p i e c e s  o f  t h e  g l o b a l  e c o n o m i c  p u z z l e  f i t  t o g e t h e r .  S h e  
d e v e l o p e d  a  u n i q u e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  d o m e s t i c  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  e c o n o m i c s ,  
w h i c h  a l l o w e d  h e r  t o  e x p l a i n  d e v e l o p m e n t s  t o  t h e  n o n e l i t e  w i t h  r e f r e s h i n g  
c l a r i t y .  P o r t e r  d e v e l o p e d  a  s t r o n g ,  p e r s o n a l  w r i t i n g  s t y l e  t h a t  c o n n e c t e d  
w i t h  r e a d e r s ,  w h i c h  p e r s u a d e d  t h e  e d i t o r s  o f  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  P o s t  t o  k e e p  
h e r  e v e n  a s  t h e y  f i r e d  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  s t a f f  i n  1 9 3 8 .  S h e  b e c a m e  
t h e  n e w s p a p e r ' s  f i n a n c i a l  e d i t o r  o n  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  t h a t  s h e  w o u l d  p u t  o u t  
t h e  e n t i r e  s e c t i o n  b y  h e r s e l f .  A g a i n ,  P o r t e r  f o u n d  h i d d e n  a d v a n t a g e s  i n  
a d v e r s i t y .  W o r k i n g  a l o n e  g a v e  h e r  e d i t o r i a l  f r e e d o m ,  w h i c h  s h e  e x e r c i s e d  
t o  p u b l i s h  a  d a i l y  c o l u m n  f i l l e d  w i t h  a m b i t i o u s  r e p o r t i n g .  T h e  i n v e s t i g a -
t i v e  a r t i c l e s  s h e  w r o t e  d u r i n g  W o r l d  W a r  I I  e a r n e d  h e r  s e v e r a l  j o u r n a l i s m  
a w a r d s ,  c e m e n t i n g  h e r  p o s i t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  f i e l d .  
2 .  P o r t e r  a l l i e d  h e r s e l f  w i t h  h e r  r e a d e r s  r a t h e r  t h a n  h e r  p e e r s .  
R e a l i z i n g  h e r  c a r e e r  w o u l d  n o t  a d v a n c e  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  p e e r  r e c o g -
n i t i o n  a l o n e - t h e  N e w  Y o r k  F i n a n c i a l  W r i t e r s  A s s o c i a t i o n  e x c l u d e d  h e r  
w h e n  i t  w a s  f o r m e d  i n  1 9 3 8 - P o r t e r  i n s t e a d  s o u g h t  t h e  a l l e g i a n c e  o f  r e a d -
e r s .  S h e  d e v e l o p e d  a  w r i t i n g  s t y l e  t h a t  m a d e  r e a d e r s  b e l i e v e  s h e  w a s  o n  
t h e i r  s i d e ,  s h e d d i n g  l i g h t  o n  t h e  i n n e r  w o r k i n g s  o f  W a l l  S t r e e t .  A n d ,  f o r  
t h e  m o s t  p a r t ,  s h e  r e a l l y  w a s  o n  t h e i r  s i d e .  P o r t e r  e n j o y e d  a n  u p p e r - c l a s s  
l i f e s t y l e  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  o v e r g e n e r a l i z e d  h e r  o w n  e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  s h e  w a s  
a  c o n s i s t e n t  c h a m p i o n  f o r  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s .  S h e  p o s s e s s e d  a  s t r o n g  s e n s e  
o f  f a i r n e s s  a n d  b e l i e v e d  i t  i m m o r a l  f o r  l a r g e  c o r p o r a t i o n s  t o  p r o f i t  a t  t h e  
e x p e n s e  o f  a v e r a g e  A m e r i c a n s ,  s o  s h e  s e t  a b o u t  e d u c a t i n g  t h e  p u b l i c  a b o u t  
e c o n o m i c s  a n d  m o n e y .  
B y  a p p e a l i n g  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  h e r  p e e r s ,  P o r t e r  s t e e r e d  
a r o u n d  t r a d i t i o n a l  a v e n u e s  o f  a d v a n c e m e n t  i n  j o u r n a l i s m .  S h e  n e v e r  
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considered seeking a position in newspaper management, which would 
have required years of careful politicking and grooming at the mercy of 
her superiors. Instead, she carved a unique role for herself by identifying 
a growing market for understandable financial reporting and catering to 
it. She left the staff of the New York Post in 1947 to work on contract, which 
liberated her from the newspaper's hierarchy and allowed her to write for 
other publications as a free agent. Once Porter's column was syndicated 
in 1949, she consciously sought the audiences of more populist, less presti-
gious newspapers such as tabloids and afternoon newspapers. As Post pub-
lisher Dorothy Schiff would have phrased it, Porter chose the mass over 
the class. She did not compete with the Wall Street Journal, which barely 
acknowledged her before the 1970s, and wrote sparingly for the New York 
Times, which did not pay as well as magazines. Rather than compete with 
men for journalism's most coveted jobs, Porter simply outflanked them 
by appealing directly to the public. Because of her influence with mil-
lions of readers, Porter gained access to policymakers in Washington, who 
solicited her advice and goodwill and served as sources for her reporting. 
She advised President John F. Kennedy on his speechwriting, President 
Lyndon Johnson on his budget, and President Gerald Ford on inflation. In 
1964 Johnson asked her to be president of the Export-Import Bank, which 
would have made her then the highest-appointed woman in a financial 
position, but she declined because of her commitment to being a colum-
nist. In 1974, however, she proposed the idea for a Citizens' Action Com-
mittee to Fight Inflation. President Ford promptly implemented the plan 
and named her as the committee's chair. Political resistance to the com- . 
mittee's work (epitomized by the hapless slogan "Whip Inflation Now")· 
illustrated why Porter had stayed out of politics for most of her career. 
3. Porter formed alliances with men who could help her career. 
Porter relied on many people throughout her career, but several rela-
tionships were particularly beneficial. Her marriage to second husband 
Sumner Collins, whom she wed in 1943, was "ahead of its time," she once 
said.16 Collins, the promotions director for the New York World-American 
and later for the entire Hearst newspaper company, encouraged his wife 
to continue publishing under the same byline of "Sylvia Porter" after they 
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w e r e  m a r r i e d  b e c a u s e  i t  w a s  s o  w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d  ( e v e n  t h o u g h  " P o r t e r "  h a d  
b e e n  t h e  s u r n a m e  o f  h e r  f i r s t  h u s b a n d ) .  H e  a l s o  s u g g e s t e d  P o r t e r  s t a r t  a  
w e e k l y  n e w s l e t t e r ,  R e p o r t i n g  o n  G o v e r n m e n t s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  o f f e r  f r e e  a d v i c e  
t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  b a n k e r s  w h o  r e g u l a r l y  w r o t e  t o  h e r .  B e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  
h i g h - p o w e r e d  c a r e e r s ,  P o r t e r  a n d  C o l l i n s  e n j o y e d  a  w i d e  s o c i a l  c i r c l e  t h a t  
i n c l u d e d  m a n y  b u s i n e s s  a c q u a i n t a n c e s  w h o m  P o r t e r  c o u l d  u s e  a s  s o u r c e s .  
C o l l i n s  a l s o  m a d e  a n  e f f o r t  t o  s t a y  i n  t h e  g o o d  g r a c e s  o f  D o r o t h y  S c h i f f ,  
t h e  p u b l i s h e r  o f  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  P o s t ,  o c c a s i o n a l l y  s e n d i n g  c o m p l i m e n t a r y  
n o t e s  t o  h e r .  C o l l i n s  w a s  h a p p y  t o  l e t  h i s  b r i l l i a n t  w i f e  h a v e  t h e  s p o t l i g h t ,  
b u t  h e  p l a y e d  t h e  r o l e  o f  a  s t r o n g  b u s i n e s s  p a r t n e r  b e h i n d  t h e  s c e n e s .  
A  s e c o n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  b e n e f i t e d  P o r t e r ' s  c a r e e r  w a s  h e r  f r i e n d -
s h i p  . w i t h  H e n r y  M o r g e n t h a u ,  S e c r e t a r y  o f  t h e  T r e a s u r y  u n d e r  P r e s i d e n t  
F r a n k l i n  R o o s e v e l t .  P o r t e r  h a d  w r i t t e n  c r i t i c a l l y  o f  M o r g e n t h a u ' s  p o l i c i e s  
i n  A m e r i c a n  B a n k e r  i n  1 9 3 4 ,  b u t  t h e  t w o  b e c a m e  f r i e n d s  i n  1 9 3 8  a f t e r  s h e  
e x p o s e d  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  " f r e e  r i d i n g "  o n  g o v e r n m e n t  b o n d s .  A f t e r w a r d ,  
h e  s o u g h t  h e r  a d v i c e  w h e n  s e t t i n g  t h e  p r i c e s  o f  n e w  g o v e r n m e n t  b o n d  
i s s u e s ,  a n d  s h e  r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  u n w a v e r i n g  s u p p o r t  o f  h i s  p o l i c i e s  i n  h e r  
n e w s p a p e r  c o l u m n .  I n  1 9 4 0 ,  P o r t e r  h e l p e d  M o r g e n t h a u  c o n c e p t u a l i z e  a  
n e w  s a v i n g s  b o n d  t o  f u n d  t h e  i m p e n d i n g  A m e r i c a n  w a r  e f f o r t .  P r o t e c t i v e  
o f  t h e  i n v e s t m e n t  s h e  h a d  h e l p e d  d e s i g n ,  P o r t e r  w o u l d  t o u t  U . S .  s a v i n g s  
b o n d s  f o r  t h e  r e s t  o f  h e r  c a r e e r  a s  a  s a f e ,  p a t r i o t i c  w a y  f o r  m i d d l e - c l a s s  
A m e r i c a n s  t o  s a v e .  
A  t h i r d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  f u r t h e r e d  P o r t e r ' s  c a r e e r  w a s  h e r  f r i e n d s h i p  
w i t h  t a x  e x p e r t  J .  K .  L a s s e r ,  w i t h  w h o m  s h e  c o - a u t h o r e d  t w o  b o o k s  a f t e r  
W o r l d  W a r  I I .  B y  t h e  t i m e  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  e n t e r e d  t h e  w a r ,  P o r t e r  a l r e a d y  
h a d  p u b l i s h e d  t w o  m o n o g r a p h s  a n d  h a d  b e e n  s o l i c i t e d  b y  d o z e n s  o f  p u b -
l i s h e r s  w h o  w a n t e d  h e r  t o  w r i t e  a  f u l l - l e n g t h  b o o k .  R a t h e r  t h a n  p u b l i s h  
a  b o o k  o n  h e r  o w n ,  P o r t e r  e l e c t e d  t o  p a i r  h e r  n a m e  w i t h  t h a t  o f  a  m a l e  
f i n a n c i a l  a u t h o r i t y .  S h e  a n d  L a s s e r  p u b l i s h e d  t h e i r  f i r s t  p e r s o n a l  f i n a n c e  
b o o k ,  H o w  t o  L i v e  w i t h i n  Y o u r  I n c o m e ,  i n  1 9 4 8 .  " T h e  n e x t  b o o k  m u s t  b e  y o u r  
o w n ! "  o n e  o f  h e r  a g e n t s  w r o t e  t o  h e r  t h a t  y e a r P  D e s p i t e  t h i s  e n c o u r a g e -
m e n t ,  s h e  d e c i d e d  t o  c o l l a b o r a t e  a g a i n  w i t h  L a s s e r ,  p u b l i s h i n g  M a n a g i n g  
Y o u r  M o n e y  i n  1 9 5 3 .  B y  l i n k i n g  h e r  n a m e  w i t h  L a s s e r ' s ,  P o r t e r  p r o b a b l y  
b e l i e v e d  s h e  c o u l d  r e a c h  a  l a r g e r  m a r k e t .  S h e  h a d  r e s i s t e d  p u b l i s h e r s '  s u g -
g e s t i o n s  t h a t  s h e  w r i t e  a  b o o k  a b o u t  f i n a n c e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o r  w o m e n ,  n o t  
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wanting to forfeit the male half of her potential audience. Despite the pro-
fessional gains she had made, she likely feared that male readers would 
not buy a book about finance written by a woman. Male readers would, 
however, buy a book written by Lasser, and Porter helped establish her 
legitimacy by associating her name with his. 
Porter was assisted by other men during her career, including her 
lawyer, Hal Meyerson, and her third husband, James Fox, a public rela-
tions executive who took an active role in Porter's career after they wed 
in 1979. Professional reliance on men was unavoidable, considering the 
fact that nearly everyone Porter encountered in financial journalism was 
male, leaving few women to mentor her. However, the fact that Porter was 
married for fifty-six of the sixty years she spent working also suggests 
she depended heavily on her personal relationships for professional and 
psychological support. Her second and third husbands were in a position 
to further her career because of their expertise in public relations, and she 
relied on their advice and assistance. 
4· Porter used gender ideology to her advantage. 
Historically, gender has been a disadvantage for professional women, 
a handicap to be overcome in a patriarchal society and in male-dominated 
professions such as financial journalism. However, Porter's career demon-
strates that gender could be a source of power for individual women, if not 
for women as a group. Porter performed a delicate balancing act, capital-
izing on her novel status as a woman writing about finance while assur-
ing readers she was just as feminine as other women. Her mixed message 
implied that she was both different from other women and just like them. 
As a professional, she set herself apart, demonstrating to male colleagues 
that she was a fellow soldier, not the vanguard of an impending female 
invasion of the newsroom. At the same time, she emphasized her feminin-
ity during interviews, discussing clothes and domestic matters at length, 
which reassured contemporaries she had no interest in disrupting tradi-
tional gender binaries. As an outspoken, driven, and influential woman, 
Porter could have been perceived as a threat. Showing a savvy under-
standing of gender ideology, Porter played down her difference even as 
she profited from it. 
"the time has 
woman writing 
as an oldman 
efit from the 
precious ,...,."..,.,,, 
widen her 
She addressed 
her unique 
female-only 
found women 
just "one of the 
cally for wo,me~n 
, ,  D e s p i t e  t h e  p r o -
l e  r e a d e r s  w o u l d  
e  r e a d e r s  w o u l d ,  
e d  e s t a b l i s h  h e r  
r ,  i n c l u d i n g  h e r  
l o x ,  a  p u b l i c  r e l a -
r  a f t e r  t h e y  w e d  
c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  
1  j o u r n a l i s m  w a s  
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r  m i x e d  m e s s a g e  
d  j u s t  l i k e  t h e m .  
m a l e  c o l l e a g u e s  
p e n d i n g  f e m a l e  
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I n  1 9 4 2  T .  0 .  T h a c k r e y ,  e x e c u t i v e  e d i t o r  o f  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  P o s t ,  d e c i d e d  
" t h e  t i m e  h a s  c o m e  f o r  u s  t o  m a k e  c a p i t a l  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  S .  F .  P o r t e r  i s  a  
w o m a n  w r i t i n g  o n  f i n a n c i a l  s u b j e c t s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t r y i n g  t o  d i s g u i s e  S y l v i a  
a s  a n  o l d  m a n  w i t h  a  l o n g  w h i t e  b e a r d . "
1 8  
H e  r e a l i z e d  t h e  P o s t  c o u l d  b e n -
e f i t  f r o m  t h e  p u b l i c i t y  P o r t e r  w o u l d  r e c e i v e  a s  a  w o m a n - a n d  a n  a t t r a c -
t i v e  o n e  a t  t h a t - w r i t i n g  a b o u t  t h e  s t a i d  s u b j e c t  o f  f i n a n c e .  D u r i n g  W o r l d  
W a r  I I ,  t h e  c l i m a t e  w a s  r i g h t  f o r  t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  P o r t e r ' s  g e n d e r .  P r o f e s -
s i o n a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  w e r e  o p e n i n g  t o  w o m e n  w h i l e  m e n  w e r e  o f f  f i g h t i n g  
t h e  w a r ,  g i v i n g  w o m e n  b i g g e r  p a y c h e c k s  a n d  a n  e x p a n d e d  r o l e  i n  t h e  
e c o n o m y .  A d v e r t i s e r s  p r o m o t e d  w o m e n ' s  s t r e n g t h  a n d  a b i l i t y  a s  w o r k -
e r s .  T h e  g o v e r n m e n t  t a i l o r e d  m e s s a g e s  t o  w o m e n  a s  c o n s u m e r s ,  a p p e a l -
i n g  t o  t h e i r  p a t r i o t i s m  a s  i t  a s k e d  t h e m  t o  f i g h t  i n f l a t i o n  a n d  c o n s e r v e  
p r e c i o u s  c o m m o d i t i e s .  P o r t e r  s e i z e d  o n  t h e  b o o s t  i n  w o m e n ' s  s t a t u s  t o  
w i d e n  h e r  a u d i e n c e ,  p o r t r a y i n g  h e r s e l f  a s  a  r o l e  m o d e l  f o r  o t h e r  w o m e n .  
S h e  a d d r e s s e d  h e r  n e w s p a p e r  c o l u m n s  a b o u t  w a r t i m e  f i n a n c i a l  m a n a g e -
m e n t  d i r e c t l y  t o  w o m e n  a n d  w r o t e  a r t i c l e s  f o r  w o m e n ' s  m a g a z i n e s  a b o u t  
h o w  w i v e s  c o u l d  m a n a g e  t h e i r  m o n e y  i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s .  
S h e  w a s  a  f r e q u e n t  g u e s t  o n  r a d i o  p r o g r a m s  d u r i n g  t h e  w a r ,  w h e r e  s h e  
d i s c u s s e d  t h e  d a n g e r  o f  i n f l a t i o n  a n d  e n c o u r a g e d  w o m e n  t o  b u y  s a v i n g s  
b o n d s  t o  h e l p  t h e  c a u s e .  I n  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  j o u r n a l i s t s ,  s h e  a c k n o w l e d g e d  
h e r  u n i q u e  s t a t u s ,  b u t  s h e  i n s i s t e d  t h e  b r a i n  h a d  n o  s e x  a n d  s a i d  o t h e r  
w o m e n  c o u l d  d o  w h a t  s h e  w a s  d o i n g .  D u r i n g  t h e  w a r ,  P o r t e r ' s  m e s s a g e  
w a s  o n e  o f  f e m a l e  e m p o w e r m e n t .  
A f t e r  t h e  w a r ,  P o r t e r  c o n t i n u e d  t o  s e e k  t h e  d o u b l e  e x p o s u r e  o f  
f e m a l e - o n l y  a n d  m i x e d - s e x  r e a d e r s h i p s  b y  p u b l i s h i n g  i n  b o t h  w o m e n ' s  
m a g a z i n e s  a n d  g e n e r a l - i n t e r e s t  p u b l i c a t i o n s  a n d  n e w s p a p e r s .  W h i l e  s h e  
f o u n d  w o m e n  t o  b e  a n  i m p o r t a n t  c o n s t i t u e n c y ,  s h e  w a s  u n w i l l i n g  t o  b e  
j u s t  " o n e  o f  t h e  g i r l s . "  S h e  r e f u s e d  t o  w r i t e  a  b o o k  a b o u t  f i n a n c e  s p e c i f i -
c a l l y  f o r  w o m e n ,  a n d  s h e  f r e q u e n t l y  s p o k e  t o  g r o u p s  c o m p o s e d  o f  b o t h  
m e n  a n d  w o m e n .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  P o r t e r ' s  p o s t w a r  a u d i e n c e s  t e n d e d  t o  b e  
s e g r e g a t e d :  e i t h e r  a l l - m a l e ,  s u c h  a s  w h e n  s h e  s p o k e  t o  e c o n o m i c s  c l u b s  o r  
b a n k e r s  g r o u p s ,  o r  a l l - f e m a l e ,  s u c h  a s  w h e n  s h e  s p o k e  t o  w o m e n ' s  i n v e s t -
i n g  c l u b s  o r  c h a r i t y  g r o u p s .  S h e  h a n d l e d  b o t h  a u d i e n c e s  w i t h  e a s e ,  d e m -
o n s t r a t i n g  h e r  a b i l i t y  t o  b r i d g e  m a s c u l i n e  a n d  f e m i n i n e  c u l t u r e s .  H e r  
g e n d e r  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  h e l p e d  h e r  b u i l d  a  w i d e  a u d i e n c e  a n d  m a i n t a i n  
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a positive public image even when her journalism threatened to breach 
gender norms. 
5· Porter mythologized herself in interviews with other journalists. 
Porter showed a talent for embellishing the stories surrounding her 
start in journalism. In 1942, for example, Porter had been denied entry 
to a shareholder meeting held by General Mills because the venue did 
not allow women. She had raised the issue with the company's executives 
and soon was permitted to enter. Then she wrote a positive story about 
the regional shareholder meetings the company was holding around the 
country and the large number of women who attended them, failing to 
mention that she was the only woman allowed into the company's meet-
ing in New York City. Porter's column had been so complimentary, in fact, 
the company's president wrote to thank her for it. Years later, however, 
she told a more heroic story to a young feminist journalist. In that version, 
Porter claimed she had written a scathing column about the male-only 
General Mills meeting. She said this had been her lead: "The company 
whose customers are all women held its annual report meeting in a build-
ing which does not permit women."19 That might have made a better anec-
dote, but it was not true. Another example of Porter's self-mythologizing 
was the story of her meeting with Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, 
at which the two discussed the thirty-year, nonfluctuating Series E U.S. 
savings bond. Porter preferred to tell the story with dramatic flair, saying 
Morgenthau had summoned her in the days following the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor. However, the Series E savings bond was first issued in 
May 1941; the meeting had taken place in December 1940, well before the 
attack of December 7, 1941. 
As a journalist herself, Porter understood the power of a strong narra-
tive. She knew stories that adhered to professional and ideological norms 
would garner positive media coverage. She also must have realized how 
little time most journalists had to fact-check a source's version of past 
events, so she felt comfortable engaging irt some historical revision. By 
telling stories that used appealing narrative arcs, she allowed news arti-
cles about her to function as myth. She encouraged journalists to hold her 
up as an exemp 
individualism. 
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u p  a s  a n  e x e m p l a r ,  t r a n s m i t t i n g  a n d  r e i n f o r c i n g  A m e r i c a n  f o r t i t u d e  a n d  
i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  
6 .  P o r t e r  u s e d  m u l t i p l e  m e d i a  p l a t f o r m s  t o  r e a c h  d i f f e r e n t  a u d i e n c e s .  
T o  a c h i e v e  u n i v e r s a l  a p p e a l ,  P o r t e r  u s e d  d i f f e r e n t  o u t l e t s  t o  r e a c h  d i f -
f e r e n t  a u d i e n c e s  a n d  t a i l o r e d  h e r  m e s s a g e  t o  e a c h  g r o u p .  S h e  u s e d  t h e  
t e c h n i c a l  w r i t i n g  o f  h e r  b o n d  n e w s l e t t e r  t o  m a i n t a i n  a  t o e h o l d  i n  t h e  
b a n k i n g  i n d u s t r y ,  e n a b l i n g  h e r  t o  a t t e n d  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  A m e r i -
c a n  B a n k e r s  A s s o c i a t i o n  e v e r y  y e a r  a n d  c l a i m  i n s i d e r  s t a t u s  a s  a  b o n d  
e x p e r t .  S h e  u s e d  a p p e a r a n c e s  o n  M e e t  t h e  P r e s s  a n d  o t h e r  i s s u e - o r i e n t e d  
t e l e v i s i o n  a n d  r a d i o  p r o g r a m s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  h e r  l e g i t i m a c y  w i t h  W a s h i n g -
t o n  p o l i c y m a k e r s .  S h e  u s e d  h e r  w r i t i n g  f o r  w o m e n ' s  m a g a z i n e s ,  s u c h  a s  
L a d i e s '  H o m e  J o u r n a l  a n d  V o g u e ,  t o  i n s p i r e  f e m a l e  r e a d e r s  a n d  p r o m o t e  
f i n a n c i a l  l i t e r a c y .  S h e  u s e d  h e r  w r i t i n g  f o r  g e n e r a l - i n t e r e s t  m a g a z i n e s ,  
s u c h  a s  t h e  S a t u r d a y  E v e n i n g  P o s t  a n d  L i f e ,  t o  d e l i v e r  a  m e s s a g e  o f  f i n a n c i a l  
c o m m o n - s e n s e  t o  h o m e s  t h a t  m i g h t  n o t  h a v e  r e c e i v e d  h e r  c o l u m n  i n  t h e i r  
l o c a l  n e w s p a p e r s .  S h e  g a v e  h u n d r e d s  o f  s p e e c h e s  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s ,  c a r e -
f u l l y  a m e n d i n g  h e r  m e s s a g e  d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  a u d i e n c e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
s h e  t o l d  a  m e e t i n g  o f  c a r  d e a l e r s  i n  1 9 5 4  t h a t  i t  w a s  " r i d i c u l o u s  t o  t a l k  o f  
' o v e r p r o d u c t i o n , '  t o  w o r r y  a b o u t  t h e  ' s a t u r a t i o n '  o f  t h e  m a r k e t s , "  b u t  l a t e r  
t o l d  t h o s e  c o n v e n e d  a t  a  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y  c o n f e r e n c e  t h a t  t h e  a u t o  i n d u s t r y ' s  
o v e r p r o d u c t i o n  t h a t  y e a r  h a d  b e e n  u n p a t r i o t i c .
2 0  
P o r t e r  d e m o n s t r a t e d  i n  
t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  w h a t  w o u l d  b e c o m e  c o m m o n  w i s d o m  b y  t h e  n e w  
m i l l e n n i u m :  T o  a c h i e v e  s u p e r s t a r d o m ,  a  m e d i a  c e l e b r i t y  h a d  t o  c r o s s  p l a t -
f o r m s  a n d  a u d i e n c e s  s y n e r g i s t i c a l l y ,  u s i n g  e a c h  a p p e a r a n c e  a n d  a r t i c l e  
t o  p r o m o t e  t h e  o t h e r s .  T h i s  h a d  t o  b e  d o n e  i n  s u c h  a  w a y ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  i t  
d i d  n o t  d i s t u r b  a  c e l e b r i t y ' s  o v e r a l l  i m a g e ,  c o n c e p t u a l i z e d  e v e n  t h e n  a s  a  
" b r a n d , "  i f  n o t  l a b e l e d  a s  s u c h .  
P o r t e r ' s  b i g g e s t  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t - a n d  t h e  v e h i c l e  f o r  h e r  r i s e  t o  p r o m -
i n e n c e - w a s  h e r  n e w s p a p e r  c o l u m n ,  w h i c h  p u t  h e r  n a m e  a n d  f a c e  i n  f r o n t  
o f  f o r t y  m i l l i o n  r e a d e r s  a r o u n d  t h e  c o u n t r y  f i v e  d a y s  a  w e e k .  T h e  c o l u m n  
g a v e  h e r  l e g i t i m a c y  a m o n g  n e w s p a p e r  p u b l i s h e r s  a n d  c o n v i n c e d  b o o k  
p u b l i s h e r s  o f  h e r  m a r k e t a b i l i t y  a s  a n  a u t h o r .  I t  e n s u r e d  r e a d e r s  w o u l d  
r e c o g n i z e  P o r t e r ' s  n a m e  w h e n  t h e y  l a t e r  s a w  i t  o n  b o o k s ,  o n  t e l e v i s i o n ,  
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in magazines, and in the myriad products her organization branded in 
the eighties. By hitching her star to the middle class as it expanded after 
World War II, Porter tapped into the fastest-growing market of the twen-
tieth century. Porter's multimedia strategy invites comparisons between 
her ubiquity and that of modern media stars, who have followed her 
path by putting their names on multiple media products geared toward 
middle-class consumers. 
In Porter's case, this rampant branding also had a downside. Her 
products, often created by different sets of people, began to cannibalize 
one another. The syndicate that distributed her newspaper column came 
to believe her books and magazine articles duplicated too much content. 
Writers who helped produce her books found they did not always have the 
copyright permissions to repurpose her content, which created confusion 
and conflict. Furthermore, Porter's journalistic reputation suffered from 
some of the more formulaic content that appeared under her byline. What 
Porter gained in name recognition, she lost in authenticity as she shifted 
from a position of cultural authority to a position of cultural power. 
7- Porter exploited the labor of other writers. 
Porter achieved her celebrity status in large part because other writ-
ers-including many women-helped her. This is a delicate point to make 
because history is full of successful men who have trampled on the rights 
and feelings of others on their way to the top, and it would not be fair or 
logical to assume Porter was different because she was a woman. However, 
Porter's use of ghostwriters must be acknowledged (especially because 
she, herself, was reluctant to divulge how much assistance she received). 
She insisted to many interviewers that she did all her own research and 
writing, which allowed her to maintain a mythical, larger-than-life public 
image. To allow this notion to stand-that Porter's achievements were the 
result of an entirely individual effort-not only would be inaccurate but 
also would elide an important theme in women's history: the success of 
certain, privileged women at the expense of others. 
Porter began using ghostwriters for her newspaper column in the 
late 1950s, which allowed her to focus on her media appearances and pro-
motional efforts. One assistant, Lydia Ratcliff, wrote Porter's newspaper 
column and Ladi 
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1 5  
c o l u m n  a n d  L a d i e s '  H o m e  J o u r n a l  c o l u m n  f o r  t h i r t e e n  y e a r s  w i t h o u t  c r e d i t .  
T h e  a r r a n g e m e n t  b e t w e e n  P o r t e r  a n d  R a t c l i f f  c u l m i n a t e d  i n  t h e  p u b l i c a -
t i o n  o f  S y l v i a  P o r t e r ' s  M o n e y  B o o k ,  w h i c h  i n v o l v e d  m a n y  w r i t e r s  w h o m  
R a t c l i f f  o r g a n i z e d  f r o m  h e r  h o m e  i n  V e r m o n t .  T h e  w r i t e r s  w e r e  n o t  
a l l o w e d  t o  c l a i m  c r e d i t  f o r  t h e  b o o k ,  e v e n  p r i v a t e l y ,  a n d  s o m e  o f  t h e m  
f o u n d  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h  m o r e  w o r k  a n d  l e s s  p a y  t h a n  t h e y  h a d  e x p e c t e d .  
S h o r t c h a n g i n g  h e r  w r i t e r s  m i g h t  h a v e  h e l p e d  P o r t e r ' s  b o t t o m  l i n e ,  b u t  
h e r  c a l l o u s n e s s  a l i e n a t e d  t h e  l e a g u e s  o f  w r i t e r s  w h o  h a d  w o r k e d  f o r  h e r .  
H e r  f o c u s  o n  s h o r t - t e r m  g a i n  c o s t  h e r  l o n g - t e r m  g o o d w i l l .  A s  P o r t e r ' s  r e l i -
a n c e  o n  g h o s t w r i t e r s  i n c r e a s e d  i n  t h e  e i g h t i e s ,  a  j o k e  b e g a n  t o  c i r c u l a t e :  
H a l f  o f  A m e r i c a  r e a d s  S y l v i a  P o r t e r ' s  c o l u m n .  T h e  o t h e r  h a l f  w r i t e s  i t .
2 1  
T h e  
w o m a n  w h o  h a d  b a t t l e d  h e r  w a y  i n t o  f i n a n c i a l  j o u r n a l i s m ,  c o m m a n d i n g  
t h e  r e s p e c t  o f  p r e s i d e n t s  a n d  e m i n e n t  e c o n o m i s t s ,  w a s  d i s m i s s e d  a s  a  h a s -
b e e n .  T h e  l a c k l u s t e r  e n d  o f  P o r t e r ' s  c a r e e r  s i m p l y  d i d  n o t  d o  j u s t i c e  t o  t h e  
b r i l l i a n c e  a n d  h a r d  w o r k  t h a t  h a d  p r e c e d e d  i t .  
*  
*  
*  
A  n u m b e r  o f  j o u r n a l i s t s  r e m e m b e r  S y l v i a  P o r t e r  a s  a  p i o n e e r  i n  p e r s o n a l  
f i n a n c e  a n d  a  r o l e  m o d e l  f o r  a m b i t i o u s  w o m e n ,  a l t h o u g h  f e w  s c h o l a r s  
r e c o g n i z e  t h e  s c o p e  a n d  i m p a c t  o f  h e r  c a r e e r .  T h i s  b o o k  t r a c e s  P o r t e r ' s  
t r a j e c t o r y ,  u n p a c k i n g  h e r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t r a t e g i e s  a n d  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  s o c i o -
e c o n o m i c  r o o t s  o f  a  p o p u l i s t  g e n r e .  I  a r g u e  t h a t  g e n d e r  i n d i r e c t l y  i n f l u -
e n c e d  P o r t e r ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  p e r s o n a l  f i n a n c e  j o u r n a l i s m  a n d  d i r e c t l y  
i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  w a y  s h e  p r e s e n t e d  h e r s e l f  t o  t h e  p u b l i c .  R e s e a r c h e r s  h a v e  
l o n g  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  m e d i a  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  o f  s u c c e s s -
f u l  w o m e n  c o n f o r m  t o  n o r m a t i v e  c o n v e n t i o n s  o f  f e m i n i n i t y .  M y  a n a l y s i s  
h e r e  p r e s e n t s  P o r t e r  a s  a  c h i e f  a r c h i t e c t  i n  t h o s e  c o n s t r u c t i o n s ,  a s  s h e  c u l -
t i v a t e d  a  p u b l i c  i m a g e  i n  k e e p i n g  w i t h  d o m i n a n t  g e n d e r  i d e o l o g y  e v e n  
a s  i t  c h a n g e d  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s .  S h e  t o o k  c a r e f u l  a i m  a t  t h e  m o v i n g  t a r g e t  
o f  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  f e m i n i n i t y .  B y  d o i n g  s o ,  s h e  m i t i g a t e d  a n y  p e r -
c e i v e d  t h r e a t  h e r  a u t h o r i t y  p o s e d  a n d  w o n  t h e  a p p r o v a l  o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l  
A m e r i c a n s .  
H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  m o d e  o f  g a i n i n g  p u b l i c  a c c e p t a n c e  d i d  n o t  d r i v e  t h e  
c o n t e n t  o f  P o r t e r ' s  w o r k .  S h e  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  h e r s e l f  f r o m  m a l e  f i n a n c i a l  
w r i t e r s  b y  o r i g i n a t i n g  t h e  g e n r e  o f  p e r s o n a l  f i n a n c e  a s  a  p o p u l i s t  p e r s p e c -
t i v e  o n  m a c r o e c o n o m i c s .  B u t  h e r  w r i t i n g  i n i t i a l l y  g a z e d  o u t w a r d  t o w a r d  
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the global economy rather than inward toward the home, as she explained 
systemic developments in ways that would resonate with individual 
Americans. She did not, in other words, set out to domesticate finance. In 
my analysis, Porter's journalism was a direct response to the good fortune 
and ideological prominence of American citizen-consumers during and 
after World War II; a growing national emphasis on the individual over 
the collective; and, more pragmatically, Porter's reliance on others to write 
her column. 
Porter's journalism began as a craft and ended as a commodity. Her 
newspaper column initially had been infused with her expertise, which 
had made it inimitable. As she began to employ other writers in order 
to further monetize her brand, her column necessarily became a product 
multiple others could write. It lost her idiosyncratic voice and perspec-
tive, which made it vulnerable to competition. As Porter generalized her 
column, the requirements for entry into the larger field of financial jour-
nalism became less specialized. Writers with no expertise in finance or 
economics were hired to satisfy the public's growing interest in money. 
Ultimately, the genre of personal finance became ubiquitous, spawning 
multiple brands and inhabiting entire sections of bookstores. "It wasn't 
a conscious decision," she insisted about her creation. "I just gradually 
arrived at a formula which says, 'Here is what is going on and here is what 
you can do to protect yoursel£."'22 This simple statement of Porter's for-
mula belies the complexity of her career, which unfolds on the following 
pages as a story central to the history of American financial journalism. 
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